


One of the experiences of planned economic
development in India has been that while it
has led to a continuous growth of the GDP,
the fruits of this increase, contrary to
expectations, have not percolated to the
bottom strata of the society. This has
resulted in a rise in the number of people
living below the poverty line on the one
hand and increased affluence of a limited
number on the other. The realisation of
the fact that in a mixed economy like ours,
a mere increase in the tempo of economic
development may not by itself be sufficient
to reduce the number of the poor is respon-
sible for devoting more time and attention
by professional economists and policy
makers to the study of the problem of
poverty. Since a vast majority of the
country’s population live in rural areas.
rural poverty has assumed a greater signi-
ficance in the study of the problem of
poverty. However, despite a prolific
increase in the literature on poverty, the
genesis of poverty or its anatomy remains
imperfectly understood, barring a limited
few, poverty has not been viewed as a
manifestation of the existing socio~eco-~
nomic order. The present study, a micro~
level one. based on six villages of Dibrugarh
Sub-Division, is an attempt to fill this
vacuum.

An attempt is made in the study not only
to estimate the number of poverty~stricken
people in the six surveyed villages. but also
to establish the link between rural poverty
with family size, size of operational, holdings.
tenancy agreements. unemployment and
under-employment, asset holding, indebted~
ness, dwelling condition, pattern of consu~
mer expenditure and rural infra~structural
facilities. The central hypothesis of the
book is that the magnitude of rural poverty,
which is a product of the existing socio-
economic order., cannot be satisfactorily
measured with the help of single indicator.
Being a multi-dimensional phenomenon, an
effective assault on poverty has also to be
multi-dimensional and well-integrated. The
study is likely to be of immense value to the
academics and policy makers.
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INTRODUCTION

NATURE, -OBJECTIVE AND PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The present study addresses itself to examine the nature
and magnitude of rural poverty in Assam by making an in-depth
case study of six villages of the Dibrugarh Sub-division in the
district of Dibrugarh. The study is of the exploratory-cum-
analytical nature. It starts with the basic premise that poverty,
urban as well as rural, is a product of a complex variety of
factors and it finds its expression in a number of ways like
mal-nutrition, unemployment, poor dwelling condition, shorter
expectancy of life etc. Any attempt to measure poverty in
terms of a single factor is, therefore, bound to be unsatisfactory.
An endeavour is made in this work to measure poverty with
help of all the factors mentioned above. It has been shown
that various manifestations of poverty are the by-products of
the prevailing socio-economic system. It emphasises the need
for evolving and using a composite index of poverty so that a
comprehensive plan for its eradication can be drawn up.

METHODOLOGY

The study is mostly based on primary data collected
personally from six villages, one each from the five police
stations of Dibrugarh Sub-division (excepting Jaipur police
station wherefrom two villages were taken because of its
disproportionately large population). The'six villages, each one
of which was randomly selected, were enumerated in full by
canvassing a household schedule eliciting the required
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information. The collection of data was done from January to
December, 1982. In addition, village level data were collected
from the Development Blocks to which the selected villages
belonged. The data thus collected were verified with the latest
available official statistics.

The Household Schedule aimed at obtaining socio-economic
details. It consisted of 17 blocks containing blocks of
1. Identification, 2. (i) Household particulars, (ii) Particulars of
death, (iii) Barning and occupational distribution, 3. Details
of land owned, leased out and leased in, 4. Land utilisation,
5. Details of crops and other agricultural products, 6. Other
details of crops, 7. Details of production costs, 8. (i) House-
hold assets, (ii) Household implements, (iii) Other household
assets, 9. Poultry and livestock production, 10. (i) Marketing,
(ii) Credit, 11. Consumption expenditure, 12. Non-consumption
expenditure, 13. Details of income, 14. Savings, 15. Details
regarding loans and indebtedness, 16. Employment preferences
and availability for additional work and 17. Details of dwelling
conditions.

The Village Schedule was designed to collect data relating
to rural infra-structure of the surveyed villages. The schedule
contained blocks regarding 1. Land utilisation, 2. (i) Trans-
port, (ii) Roads, (iii) Education, (iv) Medical aid, (v) Irrigation,
drinking water, sanitation and electricity, (vi) Co-operatives
and extention services etc.

The two schedules, household and village, are reproduced
as Appendix I and II respectively.

Particulars relating to the surveyed villages are given in
Table 1.1.

[t is obvious from Table 1.1 that the survey covered in total
292 households with a population of 1815.

The study is primarily analytical in nature. A number of
statistical devices have been employed as aids to the analysis.
For example, for measuring the concentration of land holdings,
Gini Concentration ratio has been worked out. For analysing
the concentration of income, Lorenz Curve has been fitted.
For measuring elasticity co-efficients, the Engel Function has

been derived from the household consumption expenditure
data.
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TaBLE 1.1

Location, Population and Number of Households in the
Surveyed Villages

Village Police Popu- House- Distance from the
Station lation  holds nearest town
1 2 3 4 5

. Harak Pathar Dibrugarh 336 46  Dibrugarh, 14 Kms.
. Tiyahjalia Chabua 328 55 Chabua, 5 Kms.
3. Chaharikata Bordubi 218 34 Dibrugarh, 49 Kms.
Nadial

[

4. Sukan Pathar Jaipur 196 34 Naharkatiya, 12 Kms.
5. Bokahola Moran 317 52 Moranhat, 18 Kms.
6. No. 2 Gerekoni Jaipur 420 71 Moranhat, 27 Kms.
Gaon
Total 1815 292

LAYOUT OF THE BOOK

The book is divided into ten Chapters. It begins with an
introduction to the topic of research with a discussion on the
existing literature on poverty. In addition, the cliapter incorpo-
rates the nature, objective, purpose and methodology adopted
for the study.

The Second Chapter gives an outline of Dibrugarh district.
It brings into sharp focus that with its tea, coal and oil
resources, Dibrugarh is the richest district in Assam and one
of the richest in the country from the macro point of view.
However, this macro level affluence may conceal widespread
incidence of poverty and it is with the intention of bringing
this upto the surface that this micro-level study addresses
itself.

Chapter Three of the book presents the socio-economic
profile of the surveyed villages including the demographic
features, caste and family status, levels of education, economic
status, occupational distribution etc.
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In the Fourth Chapter an attempt is made to analyse some
important aspects relating to land ownership, land tenure, land
utilisation, cropping pattern and crop intensity. The Gini
Concentration ratio for land holding is worked out in this
chapter.

The Fifth Chapter deals with the aspects of income distri-
bution, employment and unemployment. In measuring
unemployment, time, income and willingness criteria have
been employed. The degree of inequality or concentration of
incomes of rural households is also represented by the Lorenz
curve.

The Sixth Chapter deals with the pattern of household
consumption expenditure as revealed by our survey data. In
this chapter an attempt is made to compute expenditure
elasticities on the basis of Engel function which is estimated by
the method of weighted least squares.

Chapter Seven gives an analysis of the pattern of asset
holding. It also provides information regarding the capital
expenditure made by the surveyed households. In addition,
the chapter includes a discussion on the extent of rural
indebtedness with an examination of the purposes for which a
household incurs debts.

The Eighth Chapter is divided into two sections. Section I
deals with the dwelling condition of the surveyed population.
Housing accommodation in terms of space and hygiene with
a description of environmental sanitation and availability of
drinking water facilities is presented in this chapter. Section II
presents the picture of rural infrastructure.

The Ninth Chapter attempts to measure the incidence of
poverty in the six villages by applying the various norms
mentioned already. .

The concluding chapter (i.e., Chapter Ten) summarises the
main findings of the study. Some suggestions have also been
put forward in the light of these findings in this chapter.

A REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Despite removal of poverty being one of the major objec-

tives of economic planning in our country, the incidence of
poverty appears to have increased substantially during the last
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three decades of planning. The number of people and also
the percentage of population lying below the poverty line
(calculated on the basis of minimum nutritional needs in terms
of caloric intake) have been increasing. This appearsto be
owing to the fact that the major premise of our economic
planning turned out incorrect in subsequent times. In the
early phase of planning, it was believed that economic growth,
employment and eradication of poverty followed a sequence in
that order. Increasing the growth rate (measured in terms of
rise in GNP) was expected to result in the more employment
opportunities sufficient to lift the economic condition of those
lying below the poverty line above it. It was in the early sixties
that doubts began to be raised on this naive hypothesis.1

Consequently it became evident that economic growth, to
be meaningful, must be attended by increasing participation
of masses as it was the only meaningful way of transferring
purchasing power and raising the general level of well-being.?
This led to the search for a development path that would result
in growth with equity and elimination of poverty.3

Serious studies concerning the problem of poverty have
come to occupy a major place in economic literature in recent
times. The concept of poverty has been defined variously.
Some economists, including Dandekar and Rath,4 P.D. Ojha,b
Minhas,® Bardhan,” Bhatty,® Vaidyanathan,® and Vyasl® have
drawn a poverty line Jon the basis of minimum nutritional
needs, while other economists like Kurien,)1 Joshil?2 etc.,
conceive it as a social phenomenon.

The available literature on the subject shows that the
problem of poverty from the measurement point of view has
been looked at from two angles. The first is the minimum level
of living, that is, the cost of the bundle of goods at the relevant
prices. The second approach is based on inadequacy of food
consumption that is, deficiency of caloric intake, a major
component of nutritional requirement for healthy living.}8

The question of defining a poverty line in India was first
mooted by the Indian Labour Conference in 195714 and definite
attempts to have a specific identification of the poor were
made for the first time in the early sixties to formulate a
strategy for the elimination of mass poverty. An Expert
Committeeld set up by the Government of India in July 1962,
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put the nationally desirable minimum level of consumer
expenditure at Rs. 20 per capita per month at 1960-61 prices
which became the basis of the poverty line. This continues
to be the basis even now.

The first official attempt to measure poverty in quantitative
terms was found in the Planning Commission’s ‘‘Perspective
for Development : 1961-76.’16  The study found that more
than 60 per cent of the population had a level of consumption
expenditure of less than Rs. 25 per capita per month and about
30 per cent less than Rs. 15 per capita per month. The
Planning Commission observed that judged against the
standard of consumption expenditure of Rs. 20 per capita per
month, half of the people in India lived in abject poverty.
This aroused the interest of a number of professional econo-
mists. Subsequently, various attempts were made to have a
more accurate quantitative estimate of poverty in the country
as a whole.

Minhas!? assumed the minimum level of consumption at
Rs. 240 and Rs. 200 per capita per annum as the urban and
rural poverty line respectively in 1960-61 and found that
50.60 per cent of the rural people were poverty-stricken in
1967-68.

Ojha’s18 estimate showed a rise in the proportion of the
poor people. Adopting a caloric norm of 2250 per capita per
day for an average Indian, he assumed that 66 per cent of
this must be obtained from cereals and the pulses in urban
areas ; 80 per cent was the corresponding figure he assumed for
the rural sector. Thus the minimum foodgrains requirement
worked out to 518 grams and 432 grams per person per day in
rural and urban areas respectively. Adopting these standards
for studying the incidence of poverty, he found nearly 52 per
cent of people in rural areas and 8 per cent in urban areas
below the poverty line. The figure for 1967-68 was estimated
at 70 per cent in rural areas.

Bardhan!? considered a consumption expenditure of Rs. 15
per capita per month as the national minimum at 1960-61
prices. Based on this, he estimated that 38 per cent of the
rural population lived below the poverty line in 1960-61. The
figure increased to 54 per cent in 1968-69.

One of the most detailed and by far the best known study
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on poverty in India is by Dandekar and Rath.2® Taking 2250
calories as the desired minimum level of nutrition and Rs. 180
per capita per annum as the minimum consumption expen-
diture at 1960 61 prices to attain the above norm, they found
that 40 per cent of rural population were below the poverty
line in 1960-61.

Taking an income of Rs. 132 per capita per year as the
cut-off level, which is considerably lower than the range
Rs. 170-240 used by others, Vaidyanathan2! finds that 15.70
per cent constituting 56 million of the rural population were
then living in poverty.

Based on NCAER distribution data for 1968-69 Bhatty22
found that about 70 per cent of the population in rural India
were below the poverty income level of Rs. 30 per capita per
month in the same year. He adopted Sen’* poverty index in
quantifying the incidence of poverty among the various rural
occupation groups and found the incidence to be maximum
among the agricultural labourers (83 per cent} followed by
non-agricultural workers (70 per cent) and cultivators (62 per
cent).

In another study Vyas? found a decline in the incidence
of rural poverty during 1950°s and traced this to the combined
impact of major institutional changes and considerable agri-
cultural growth during the period. The proportion of rural
poor below the poverty line (with an income of Rs. 240 per
capita per annum) decreased from 45 per cent in 1954-55 to
38 per cent in 1960-61.

Ahtuwalia’s2® work on rural poverty examined the trends
in the incidence of rural poverty for fourteen different years
during the period 1956-57 to 1973-74 for India as a whole as
well as for the individual states. The time series data showed
fluctuations in the incidence of poverty in response to varia-
tions in real agricultural output per head though no significant
trend was discernible. He found a statistically significant
inverse relationship between rural poverty and agricultural per-
formance for India as a whole.

-

Sen used a rank order weights and developed a measure of poverty
which takes into account not only the poor in total population but
also their expenditure gaps from the poverty line which is same as
Gini’s measure,
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Based on NSS [3th round consumption expenditure data
for rural Tndia, Chatterjee er al.2> found about 53 per cent
of the population falling below the norm of 2400 calories per
capita per day.

Mukherjee26 prepared a map of India delineating clusters
of regions relatively homogenous in respect of level of living
and the incidence of poverty. He looked at the aerial distri-
bution of poverty over 50 regions. Ranking persons by per
capita expenditure he formed a group comprising the poorest
10 per cent of India’s rural population and examined how
many of these poor fell in different regions.

Taking a consumer expenditure of Rs. 16.36 per capita per
month for 1960-61 and a corresponding figure of Rs. 33.86 for
1970-71 as the poverty line, Rajaraman®’ found that the per-
centage of the population below the poverty line had increased
from 18.40 to 23.30 per cent in the ten years. The largest
increase in poverty was among the agricultural labourers.
Rajaraman’s findings are consistent with those of Bardhan,
who found no signs of rising prosperity among agricultural
labourers in the Punjab following the green revolution.?® 1In
fact, she found a deterioration in the absolute levels of living
and rise in the incidence of poverty in the Punjab which is
regarded both as a prosperous and a rapidly growing area.

In a study Datta2® measured the incidence of poverty and
its trends in different states by using three different models.
The first model was termed as Fixed Expenditure Model which
assumed that poverty line for all the states was same as that
for all India (i.e., Rs. 49.09 and Rs. 56.64 per capita per month
in rural and urban areas respectively) at 1973-74 prices. In
the second model he assumed that in all states caloric norms
are the same as that for all India (i.e., 2435 and 2095 calories
per capita per day in rural and urban areas respectively) and
called it Constant Caloric Model. In the third model an
attempt was made to estimate caloric norm for each state
using age-sex-occupation structure of the population of the
state. This was termed as Variable Caloric Model. The
data used for the study relate to different rounds of NSS con-
sumer expenditure and the estimates of total private consump-
tion by CSO.

Following the first model (FEM) it was observed that the
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incidence of poverty was higher in rural areas as compared to
urban areas. The study found almost the same degrce of
poverty in rural as well as urban areas in the states of Kerela,
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. Rural poverty was observed to
be the maximum in Orissa and urban poverty in Kerela.
Moreover, poverty was observed to be fluctuating in some
states. Fluctuation of poverty, measured by co-efficient of
variation of percentage of people below poverty line over time
was seen to be relatively high in both rural and urban areas
of Assam and the Punjab and in the rural areas of Jammu and
Kashmir. Following CCM maximum increase in percentage
of poverty in rural areas was found in Himachal Pradesh and
that in urban areas of Tripura. VCM revealed Tamil Nadu
as the poorest state, where 78.90 per cent and 71.70 per cent
of the population were below poverty line in rural and urban
areas respectively.

An interesting nutrition studyS9 carried out in Tamil Nadu
indicated the differences in the incidence of poverty among
the districts. Out of 14 districts in Tamil Nadu, more than
90 per cent of protein requirements were fulfilled in only two
districts. In three districts, the calorie deficiency was higher
than 25 per cent. The study revealed that much microlevel
work was to be done before all the major facets of poverty
could be unearthed in India.

The perspective Planning Division3? of the Planning Com-
mission estimated the nutritional requirement of 2435 calories
per person per day for rural areas while a Joint Expert Group
of the FAO/WHO recommended a minimum of 2223 calories
per capita per day for the people in Asia and Far East.32 1n a
recent study Goven and Dixon estimated the average encrgy
requirement for the Indian population at 1955 kilocalories a
day,3® while Sukhatme placed the cut-off point for the [ndian
population at 2200 calories.34

In a recent study Banerjee35 presented a table based on his
own field work in a number of villages in eight states in India.
Instead of trying to measure poverty in terms of nutritional
requirements he measured it in terms of the period of time in
a year when people’s hunger was satisfied (based on whether
they had two meals a day or not). He found that only 52.30
per cent of population surveyed could fully satisfy their hunger.
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The rest (47.70 per cent) failed to satisfy their hunger for
varying periods of time ranging from one month to six months
in a year.

Unfortunately there has been no serious study regarding the
incidence of poverty in Assam. The Draft Outline of the Fifth
Five Year Plan®® of Assam (1973) estimated the number of
persons below the poverty line at 77.38 per cent for rural areas
by taking Rs. 48 per capita per month as the minimum desir-
able income.

However, a great deal of discrepancies are found in the
findings of different studies. These are attributable to different
estimates of income, consumption and minimum nutritional
levels ; the issue of correct price deflator and a priori choice of
some key conversion factors to overcome the lack of avail-
ability of appropriate disaggregated empirical data.3?” More-
over, except calorie intake, other essential features which
determine the standard of living of the people have not been
taken care of in the determination of poverty level.38

Various views have been put forward in the available
literature about the causes and remedies of poverty, The low
productivity of land and labour is regarded as one of the main
causes of poverty. The other contributing factors include
inequitable land relations, institutional inadequacies and lack
of infra-structure.3

Studies by Dandekar and Rath,4® Minhas4! and others
suggested that to eliminate poverty the pattern of income
distribution was to be altered through, (@) a number of specific
programmes for the exclusive benefit of the weaker sections
of the population, and (b) fiscal and other policy measures
which directly or indirectly redistribute assets and income from
the rich to the poor. Dandekar and Rath estimated that
40 per cent of the rural population did not earn income
necessary for a minimum level of living (Rs. 324 at 1968-69
prices). .Leaving aside 10 per cent, who would need some form
of social assistance, the remaining 30 per cent would need
annually an additional income of Rs. 822 crores for providing
them with the minimum desirable consumption expenditure at
1968-69 prices. The authors believed that the only immediately
available solution for this was to organise a “work pro-
gramme” of the order of Rs. 800 to Rs. 1000 crores. Minhas
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has made several suggestions of a positive character for the
benefit of the poor which include an integrated programme of
land consolidation and complementary development works.

Again mass poverty has been detached from unemployment
and underemployment. The percentage rate of poverty is
almost six times higher than the percentage rate of unemploy-
ment, Obviously, poverty cannot be substantially reduced by
full employment alone and the wage rate also has to go up by
some 30 to 40 per cent.42

Ahluwalia and Chenery!® pointed the need for detailed
profiles of poverty highlighting the economic characteristics
of poverty groups. Their emphasis was on the sectoral distri-
bution of the poor, their occupational characteristics and
educational levels, their ownership of productive assets and
their access to key production units. These characteristics were
considered to be important determinants in the process of
income generation among poverty groups. The groups of
people which were afflicted by poverty on the basis of the above
features were agricultural labourers, artisans, marginal farmers
etc. The poorest groups in under-developed countries were
estimated to constitute 50 per cent of the population.4¢ Of
this population, about two-thirds earned their livelihood from
agriculture and they were mainly small farmers. Further,
about 70 per cent of the poverty groups3® were estimated to
live in rural areas. Given the scale of the problem, it was
considered that a viable strategy for raising the income of the
lowest 40 per cent of the population must necessarily focus on
the agricultural sector.

In the 1970’s it was increasingly recognised that economic
growth alone would not reduce absolute poverty at an accep-
table speed. So, ILO and World Bank4® gave attention to
four different complementary strategies: increasing employ-
ment, meeting basic needs, reducing inequalities in income and
wealth and raising the productivity of the poor.

Besides, a batch of economists look at poverty essentially
as a social phenomenon rather than a purely economic one.
Among them mention may be made of Kurien,?? Joshi4® and
many others. While recognising poverty as a byproduct of
the existing economic structure, they offer a wide variety of
solutions some of which are non-economic in character.



12 The Anatomy of Rural Poverty in Assam

Srinivasan observes, “in the Indian literature on poverty
measurement there are implicit assumptions that the excluded
items of consumption like education, health, water supply,
sanitation will somehow be provided to the required extent to
all sections whereas distribution of benefits between different
sections differ.”4® Rac®® has suggested that poverty has to
be identified with deficiency in the total level of living, it
includes not only calorie requirement but also balanced diet
needed for health and the other components of basic needs
essential for human existence at a tolerable level. Kurien5!
conceptualises poverty as a socio-economic phenomenon and
observes that poverty and unemployment cannot be eradicated
through an essentially aggregate approach. Person-specific,
location-specific, commodity-specific approaches are necessary
to deal with these problems and an alternative planning proce-
dure and policy frame, therefore, is needed to minimise the
incidence of poverty. Along with economic factors, these
economists have identified some non-economic factors, like
social immobility, teligious rites, unequal family structure as
the contributing factors to poverty. Since poverty is a multidi-
mensional phenomenon, anti-poverty policy cannot be narrow
in range, limited in emphasis or simple in solution.52 Any
anti-poverty programme must include what Lee Rainwater®®
has called ‘‘structural” components, viz., services designed to
help specific groups among the poor who cannot be reached by
programmes with an aggregative emphasis.

Despite a plethora of literature on poverty, which is fast
expanding, there seems to be a lack of unanimity among pro-
fessional economists on certain concepts, giving rise to debates
centring round them.

Thus, our review of literature relating to poverty in India
reveals that the major focus has been on the aspects of
measurement. Very few studies in fact, have examined the
conceptual issues underlying the definition of poverty or
explored into the casual links between the various factors
underlying the phenomenon. Moreover, neither the officjal
agencies at the state level nor other semi-official research
organisations and independent research workers have addressed
themselves towards filling up this gap. This fact strengthens
the need for an in-depth study on poverty. The present micro-
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level village study on the anatomy of poverty in Assam is a
humble beginning towards this end.
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